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What is this Thing
Called Reading?
by Theresa Junger
Reading is constructive, dynamic and
interactive. What does that mean to the

would find. You had a schema, or an idea, of
the structure of the book. You knew that you
would find the book divided into sections
containing articles or chapters each
addressing a specific topic. You also knew the
best context, environment, in which to read
and share that book. Your purpose for
selecting the professional book was to gain
information and to share your information.
In both situations you selected reading
material, text, with a purpose for reading in
mind. You had some prior knowledge of what
you would find when you began reading. You
made connections and predictions based on
that prior knowledge. You also had a schema
for, or an idea of, the layout of each text.
Furthermore, you selected the context,
circumstances, in which to read your chosen
text. Now you are ready to begin the reading
task. Let's return to your favorite magazine.
First you flip through the magazine looking at
the pictures, reading captions, headlines,
surveying the magazine and predicting the
content of the articles. Finally you stop
flipping pages and settle in to reading a short
article.
Return now to the MRA luncheon.
Clutching your newly purchased professional
book you are seated for lunch. While you
wait for your friends to arrive you survey the
book. You look at the table of contents,
noting the authors and the articles they have
contributed. You choose one, written by an
author whose opinion you respect, and
hurriedly skim through it to get the jist of the
article while you wait. You plan to go back
and reread it later, as many times as
necessary, in order to be able to synthesize
the information for your professional use.
In both instances, as you started reading,

classroom teacher, a first grader, an
administrator, a teacher of the gifted and
talented, a reading teacher? What is this
NEW Definition of Reading? What is this
thing called reading?
Perhaps the best way to understand this
NEW Definintion of Reading is to examine
oneself as a reader.
Let's assume it is Friday night. You're
running some errands on your way home from
a hectic week at school. As you pass a
magazine stand you notice that the latest
issue of your favorite magazine is on the shelf.
You pick it up and approach the check out
counter anticipating a nice quiet evening of
reading.
Now let's imagine this book exhibit at
MRA. You've just heard a very motivating
speaker who's referred to a professional
book published by the IRA. All fired up,
adrenalin pumping and new ideas rushing
through your mind, you head to the IRA
booth. You purchase the book and hurry off
to meet your friends at lunch.
When selecting the magazine, you, the
reader, had prior knowledge of the content
and structure of the material you chose. You
had a scheme, or an idea of what to expect of
your favorite magazine and you knew the
context in which to enjoy that magazine. You
also predicted what information you would
find and the comfort it would provide for you.
You had a dual purpose for selecting that
magazine both for information and for
enjoyment.
Similarly, when you selected the
professional book you had some prior
knowledge of the content, information you
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you activated your prior knowledge, thinking
about what you already knew about the
content of the material. You knew what to
expect of the text, therefore you had a
schema for the structure of the text. Because
of your prior knowledge and schema you
automatically made some predictions about
what you would read. You set some goals and
purposes for reading. As you read you
constructed meaning, you made sense of
what you were reading by connecting the
new ideas to what you already knew about
the subject. You interacted with the point of
view expressed. The context, or circumstances
under which you read each text was different
which required you to respond in a dynamic
way, changing your strategies as you read.
Let's consider the strategies you used to
read your magazine. As you flipped through
the magazine looking at pictures you were
surveying the magazine, perhaps predicting
and questioning what information you would
find, setting a purposes for reading the article
you selected. Because you are familiar with
the magazine you had a schema for its
structure, you understood the layout. You
knew where to find the articles, editorials,
fiction and helpful hints. You knew what to
expect. As you read you paid attention to
what you were reading, you monitored your
reading. When you lost track of what the
author meant you knew you had lost track. By
being aware of your thought processes you
were using metacognition. When you lost
track of meaning you revised your reading
strategies, you looked back or reread to
clarify. As you read through the article you
made predictions, read to validate those
predictions and made further predictions.
Your reading made sense because you were
constructing meaning by connecting the
things you were learning to the things you
already knew, using your prior knowledge to
aid understanding. Reading was fun and you
were enjoying reading.
Being a dynamic, adaptable, reader you
were able to adjust to reading the professional
book. Perhaps you had to think a little more
as you read, you had to become more
actively aware of your metacognitive
strategies. That is, you had to pay attention as
you read so that the moment you caught
yourself misunderstanding you were aware
and knew what to do about it. You knew that

the professional book required more
concentration, more attention to vocabulary
and a greater need to attach new information
to old information in order to construct
meaning. You also knew that the purpose for
reading the professional book was to gain
information and because you were familiar
with the author's point of view, you
anticipated the content.
In a week or two when you have time to
flip through the magazine again the
information will be familiar, the only new
information will be a few overlooked details.
Each time you reread the professional book
you will gain additional insight and
information. You wil I construct more meaning
with each reading because you know what to
expect and you can concentrate on details.
As you become familiar with the structure of
the book you can begin to use it as a
reference book, efficiently locating
information and using it in your work. When
you refer to this book in a year or two, after
you have integrated the information to your
own use, you will be amazed by your outlook
and deeper understanding of the subject
because you are a dynamic, interactive
reader. Your prior knowledge has increased,
you have a broader knowledge base. You
have a better understanding, schema, for the
material and the way it is presented. You are
better able to construct meaning.
During the summer as you are catching
up on your reading, both professional and for
enjoyment, ask yourself the following
questions.
What do I think about and do when I choose
something to read?
- the author
- the topic
- I already know about the subject
- the cover and summary look good
- it looks quick to read
- it looks interesting
- it seems to cover the information I want
- the pictures and charts look useable
- the book was highly recommended
What do I think about and do before I start
reading?
- I flip through the pages
- I look at the pictures, charts, graphs, maps
- I look at the bold print
- I check the index

-

- I skim to see if the structure is clear
- I read the book jacket and reviews about the
type of text the author writes
- I think about what I already know and what
I want to find out about the topic
- I think about what I might learn, or what
unique information I might find
- I think about why I might enjoy reading this
book.

-

by recognizing when I need to change
strategies to help my comprehension
by knowing and using effective reading
strategies
by practicing reading because I want to
read
by reading because I like to read.

What do I get out of reading?
- I read for information
- I read for enjoyment
- I read so that I can talk about issues
- I read because my job requires it in this fast
moving society
- I read because it makes me feel good
- I read because it helps my self esteem
- I read because I'm a reader and readers
read
- I read because I want to.

What do I think about and do as I start
reading?
- I pace myself to suit the complexity of the
text
- I know what to do if I start to loose track of
meaning
- I know how to read for enjoyment
- I know how to read for information
- I know how to read narrative text: realistic
fiction, historical fiction, fables, folktales,
science fiction, mysteries and other types
- I know how to read informational text:
cause and effect, compare and contrast,
and other structures
- I know I can gain knowledge and
enjoyment from reading

You can see this process does not take
place in a sequential order. It is, rather, a
simultaneous and spontaneous act. Reading
is constructing meaning by using prior
knowledge and being able to change and
adjust to meet the demands of each reading
situation. Reading is a process you 've been
involved in for a lifetime. You've monitored
your reading, using metacognition, since you
realized you could read to learn. The NEW in
the "New Definition of Reading" is the way
that reading is defined in terms of what goes
on in the head of a reader. When you, the
reader, can define and understand what goes
on in your head as you read then you, the
educator, will be able to model the process
for your students. Knowing what you do as a
reader and defining that process in current
terms is one step in understanding, what's this
thing called reading.

What do I think about and do as I read about
the subject?
- I construct meaning and I know when I have
lost track of meaning
- I know what to do when I loose track of
meaning
- I know how to "fix-up" my misunderstanding
by: looking back, rereading, using the
dictionary, asking an authority
- I can recognize poorly written text and
decide whether or not to continue reading
- I can and do structure my environment so I
get the most out of my reading
- I can and do structure my time so that I
get the most out of reading
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How have I become a better reader or how
could I become a better reader?
- by thinking about my prior knowledge
- by connecting what I already know with
what I am reading
- by constructing meaning, by linking the
things I know with the things that are new
- by adjusting to each reading situation
- by recognizing a need for and using
strategies to suit each type of text
- by recognizing a need for and using
strategies to suit each type of text

"The difference between
failure and success is doing a
thing nearly right and doing
a thing exactly right."
Edward Simmons
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